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CAPTIVITY NARRATIVES
AND THE
POWERS OF HORROR
Eunice Williams and Mary Jemison,
Captives Unredeemed
Evelyne Keitel

greatest adventure in world history has always been the
meeting of cultures—a precarious encounter at best, in many
cases a disastrous venture. Such a meeting of cultures was
staged in exemplary form during the encounter between the early
European colonists and the Indians' in North America.
Most of the contacts between the European and the indigenous
American cultures were far from friendly. During the many hostile
campaigns, thousands of Europeans^ were taken captive and carried
away by Indians.' Indian captivity constituted an encounter of a
' Instead pf using contrived terms like ''Native Americans," I retain the old misnomer
"Indians" to refer to those peoples who had migrated to North America and made it their
home long before the Europeans arrived.
^ See June Namias, White Captives: Gender and Ethnicity on the Ammcan Frontier (Chapel
Hill; The University of North Carolina Press, 1993), 7; Kathryn Zabell Derounian-Stodola
and James Arthur Levernier, The Indian Captivity Narrative^ 1550-1900 (New York: Twayne,
1993), 2,
^ The reasons for capturing white Euro-Americans were manifold: "Capture was rarely an act
of caprice. Rather, for native Americans it was a major strategy of war used against all ene
mies, regardless of race or culture. Prisoners were taken for four major purposes: to avenge

275

276

1650-1850

particularly vivid kind. It entailed enforced and prolonged contact
across the lines of culture, race, and gender. Moreover, captivity
necessitated the crossing of cultural boundaries; travelling across such
boundaries was risky, dangerous, and, at least potentially,
transforming.
Those who survived their captivity'' and managed to return to
their own people were always called upon to report their experiences.
Some told their families and friends, some told their ministers, some
gave written testimony of their sufferings. These texts, the captivity
narratives, have entertained the American reading public from the
seventeenth century to the present. They not only constitute the first
genuinely American literary genre, they were also the first American
best-sellers.^
The captivity narratives, with their long tradition in American
writing, have been analyzed time and again by historical criticism,^ by
ideological criticism, which is based on the so-called myth and symbol
school,^ and by feminist criticism.^ Underlying these various strands
of criticism is the assumption that the captivity narratives are "a sort
losses of kin, to replace the lost relatives, to prevent expansion onto Indian lands through
direct threats to white settlers, and for trade or ransom in exchange for weapons and goods."
June Namias, ^'Editor's Introduction," in June Naimas, ed., James E. Seaver, A Narrative of
the Life of Mary Jemison (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1992), 9.
^ Some of the captives were tortured and killed. Others were ransomed, "redeemed" (in the
lingo of colonial America). Yet others were adopted by the respective Indian tribe.
^ "Of the four narrative works which attained the status of best sellers between 1680 and
1720, three were captivity narratives; the fourth was Pilgrim's Progress. Not until the nine
teenth century did a novel gain similar popularity." Richard Slotkin, "Israel in Babylon: The
Archtetype of the Captivity Narratives (1682-1700)," Regeneration Through Violence: The
Mythology of the American Frontier 1600-1869 (Middletown; Wesleyan University Press, 1973),

%.

' Of. James Axtell, "The White Indians," The Invasion Within: The Contest cf Cultures in
Colonial North America (New York: Oxford University Press, 1985), 302-27; Richard
VanDerBeets, The Indian Captivity Narrative: An American Genre (New York: University
Press of America, 1984); Alden T. Vaughan and Edward W. Clark, "Cups of Common
Calamity: Puritan Captivity Narratives as Literature and History," in Alden T. Vaughan and
Edward W. Clark, ei., Puritans Among the Indians: Accounts of Captivity and Redemption
1676-1724 (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1981), 1-28.
' Cf. Leslie A. Fiedler, The Return cf the Vanishing American (New York: Stein and Day
Publishers) 1968; Slotkin, Regeneration through Violence.
' See Namias, White Captives-, Derounian-Stodola and Levernier, The Indian Captivity
Narrative.
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of 'saga,' something which somehow is to be understood as expressive
of the Frontier Mind."'
The aim of my paper is to relocate the captivity narratives as a
constellation of social energies that form a center and negotiate a
marginalized realm. I will first give a short summary of the main
features which define the center, the paradigm of the captivity
narratives and, in a next step, introduce two female captives, Eunice
Williams and Mary Jemison, who do not fit the pattern. Neither
their experiences nor their narratives conform to the usual pattern,
because these captives decided of their own free will to stay with their
captors. They came to prefer the Indian ways and refused their
chances to be repatriated.
I will argue that within the paradigm of the captivity narratives,
women like Williams and Jemison have, of necessity, been
marginalized. Their narratives have resisted representation. The fact
that we even know about these two unredeemed captives is due to
curious turns of fate. Williams' experiences, for instance, have only
been conveyed through oral history, and Jemison's story came down
to us as a strangely botched "as-told-to" narrative.
The tales about white, female, unredeemed captives entertain a
curious relation to the center, the paradigmatic narrative of the
heroic, redeemed captive. To this day, narratives of unredeemed
captives seem strangely submerged and muted. In a final step, I will
take a closer look at the negotiating processes between center and
margin. I will interpret the mediating relations, the exchanges
between center (paradigm, redeemed captives) and margin (subverted
paradigm, unredeemed captives) from a psychoanalytic perspective, a
somewhat unusual step within the study of colonial history. I will
make use of Julia Kristeva's concept of the "abject" and the powers
of horror associated with it.^° According to Kristeva, the abject is an
impossible object in that it is still part of the realm from which it
derives. The abject clings desperately to the place from which it
originated, just as the marginalized captivity narratives remain a part
of the paradigm; they hold on to the center, unwilling to let go. The
^ Roy Harvey Pearce, "The Significances of the Captivity Narrative," American Literature 19
(1947): 1.
See Julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1982).
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abject is something that needs to be expelled and subsequently
destroyed, just as public opinion has denigrated the stories of the
unredeemed captives, attacking them for being utterly un-American.
The abject, however, proves to be ineliminable; the very fact that it
cannot be discarded evokes the powers of horror.
Captivity narratives vary considerably in style and format. They
range from the early Puritans' texts of the seventeenth century to the
dime novels, penny dreadfuls, and other sensational accounts"
published as late as the second half of the nineteenth century." The
genre is an extremely heterogeneous one; each individual text
assimilated the dominant ideology as well as the literary conventions
of its time. And although this genre flourished for more than two
hundred years, there are some features that recur again and again.
One of these features is the peculiar self-image projected by the
central figure, the redeemed captive. A second recurring feature is
that captivity narratives focus predominantly on women. This is
unusual insofar as westward expansion has laigely been seen as an
exclusively male affair, embodied by the figure of a lonesome white
man, a scout, a frontiersman, a hunter, a squatter, or, later, a
cowboy." The third recurring feature within the paradigm of
captivity narratives is that they—as opposed to conventional storiesare defined by their endings.
More often than not, the former captives would picture themselves
as heroes who gave all they had for God and/or Euro-American
civilization. This tradition started in the early seventeenth century
with the exploits of the first Anglo-Saxon captive and co-founder of
Jamestown, Captain John Smith. The notorious Smith published
various detailed and expertly written versions of his adventures. He
" See Richard VanDerBeets, "A Surfeit of Style; The Indian Captivity Narrative as Penny
Dreadful," Research Studies 39 (1971): 297-306.
" Even some narratives that were "written in the second part of the 20th century can be
interpreted as captivity narratives: "The captive may...join the captor, surrendering one's will
in cooperation and allegiance....So did Patricia Hearst. As if her captivity were not dramatic
enough, she intensified it by publicly renouncing her former identitiy and accepting
membership in the community of her captors." Edward M. Griffin, "Patricia Hearst and Her
foremothers: The Captivity Fable in America," The Centennial Review 36 (1992): 314-15.
" See Brigitte Georgi-Findlay, The Frontiers of Women's Writing: Women's Western Narratives
and the Rhetoric of American Westward Expansion, 1830-1930 (Tucson: University of Arizona
Press, 1996); Annette Kolodny, The Land Before Her: Fantasy and Experience of the American
Frontiers, 1630-1860 (Chapel Hill: The University of North Caiolina Press, 1984).
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knew perfectly well how to cater to his European reading public; the
dominant mode of rendering his heroic deeds is self-aggrandizement.
During one of his expeditions, Smith was taken prisoner by the
Indians. Two of his men were killed during the assault. He himself
lived with the Indians for a few weeks. He took part in their hunting
and feasting. He met with exotic women and strange food.
Eventually, he was brought before the powerful chieftain Powhatan,
sentenced to death, and rescued by Powhatan's daughter Pocahontas.'"'
The Pocahontas narrative engaged the American imagination from
the earliest days of the colonies. In the four hundred years since her
birth, countless American authors, painters, and movie directors have
blended fact with fiction to create moving, magical or (if need be)
sanitized reinterpretations of the Pocahontas legend (the 1995 Disney
version is just one instance of this process). The portrayal of
Pocahontas as the savior of Smith propagates the belief that good
Indians came to prefer the white race over their own culture. The
cumulative power of the ideologically chained representations of
Pocahontas, however, is only made possible by her persistent silence.'^
Smith, on the other hand, was very articulate. He wrote an
abundance of texts about his North American adventures. Curiously
enough, he is not remembered as a captive at all, but as the hero who
not only survived his contacts with the Indians, but who also enabled
the Jamestown settlement to survive. His stories are nothing short of
"the first big western without the silver screen.'"^
Reverend John Williams of Deerfield, Massachusetts, provides
another example of male heroism in the face of an adverse fortune.
He was captured in the early eighteenth century and forced to march
deep into Canada. His account of his two-and-a-half-years' captivity'''
Subsequently, Pocahontas was baptized, renamed "Rebecca," married to John Rolfe, one
of the colonialists, and, in 1616, presented at the English court. The Pocahontas story is
related in Smith's Generall Historic of Virginia (1624), when Pocahontas was already dead and
could no longer speak up against it. In the two books that Smith published about his
Virginian adventures as long as Pocahontas was still alive (A True Relation [1608] and A Map
of Virginia [1612]), she is not mentioned. This inconsistency throws certain doubts upon the
truth-value of his report.
See Robert S. Tilton, Pocahontas: The Evolution of an American Narrative (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 1994).
Namias, White Captives^ 62.
John Williams, Redeemed Captive Returning to Xioni A Faithful History of Remarkable
Occurrences in the Captivity and the Deliverance of Mr. John Williams, Minister of the Gospel,
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focuses on his confrontation with Catholicism. He describes his daily
struggles with the popish, depraved Jesuits and their devilish
machinations, all of them geared at pressuring him into conversion.
His resistance to their heresies, sustained by his religious fortitude, is
nothing short of heroic.'®
As opposed to their male counterparts, women hardly ever
pictured themselves as heroines, and yet their self-image changed over
time. June Namias singles out three distinct forms of female
self-representation: "Survivors predominate in the colonial era,
Amazons flourish in the period of the Revolution and the Early
Republican era, and Frail Flowers are most evident in the period
1820-70.""
Mary Rowlandson is a survivor, a strong, active. God-fearing
Puritan. If John Smith and John Williams' accounts of their
respeaive captivities suggest a sense of superiority, Rowlandson's
story tells of a more fearful, sorrow-filled set of encounters.^®
Captured in 1676 during a raid on her home in Lancaster,
Massachusetts, she underwent a series of "removes," forced marches
through Massachusetts, Vermont, and New Hampshire, and several
encampments during four long, wintry months. A few days after her
capture, her six-year-old child, wounded during the assault on her
village, died in her arms. Mary Rowlandson soon understood her
vulnerability. She tried hard to adapt and thus to survive. She
in Deerfield, Who, in the Desolation, which befell that Plantation, by an Incursion <f the French
and Indians, was by Them carried away, with his Family and his Neighborhood unto Canada
(1707); this account was reissued eleven times during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.
By the late 19th century, the nature of a possible encounter with Indian culture had
radically changed. Having come to an end of his adventures on the Mississippi, Huck Finn
tells us: "And then Tom he talked along, and talked along, and says, let's all three [Huck,
Tom and Jim] slide out of here, one of these nights, and get an outfit, and go for howling
adventures amongst the Injuns, over in the Territory, for a couple of weeks or two; and I
says, all right, that suits me." Huck's fantasies seem more informed by Daniel Boone's ex
ploits than by any captivity narrative, but here again, the mode is still predominantly heroic.
" Namias, White Captives, 24; Derounian-Stodola and Levernier introduce another grid to
pigeonhole the diverse images of women: "Because most of the existing analyses of the form
look at images of men or at images of both genders together, we felt it important to focus
on images of women alone. By extending the usual range of material, we establish five
dominant images of women in the captivity literature: as victims; as victors; as part of a
female network of mothers, daughters, and sisters; as emotionally traumatized; and as
transculturized." The Indian Captivity Narrative, xii.
" Rowlandson's account was printed first in Boston and, in the same year, was published in
London and Cambridge. It continued to be popular for a century and a half.
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learned how to live among the Indians until she was finally ransomed
by her husband. Her story highlights her inner fortitude, which was
reinforced daily by her strong religious beliefs.
Hannah Dustan's (or Dustin's, or Duston's) story is the typical
story of an amazon, a murderous patriotic protectress of the emeiging
American Repubfic. Dustan's narrative comes to us from the pen of
Cotton Mather, and was rewritten by Henry David Thoreau and
Nathaniel Hawthorne. During an Indian attack, Dustan was
captured, whereas her husband and their eight children managed to
escape. The child she had only just hours before given birth to was
smashed against an apple tree and killed. Then, one night, she and
two other captives seized the Indians' tomahawks, butchered their
captors, and scalped them for the bounty. They made it back to New
England. Dustan's scalping skill fascinated generations of Euro-Amer
icans to come, until, eventually, her story was converted into a
myth.^' In the stories of the so-called amazons, two conflicting images
of the female sex are combined: first, the stereotype of the woman
complying with the cult of domesticity, and, second, the image of the
fighting woman who dares to stand up for herself (and thus risks
losing vital attributes of her femininity). Stories of amazons soon
became an invaluable propaganda tool as they served a specific need:
they urged women into active combat during a time of ongoing
national wars against the Indians (due to relentless westward
expansion), by reconciling the domestic ideal of women (purity,
passivity, submission) with its opposite (combativeness, aggression).
The "frail flower" image represents Victorian sentimentality and
female powerlessness. It does not appear until the 1830s and 1840s,
and corresponds to the emerging ideology of "True Womanhood" as
well as to the mass-marketing of sentimental fiction.
The self-images projected by the women captives may differ in
content, but the function of these self-images remains the same. They
inadvertently reinforce the dominant gender ideology. The images of
the Indians do not change. They are always depicted as decidedly
"The whole Duston myth...it becomes clear immediately, is an oddly American, which is
to say peculiarly feminist recasting of the Old World archetype of the Persecuted Maiden:
The Damsel in Distress, the Lady carried off by an Ogre or Monster or Dragon. What
makes the story American is not merely that the Ogre has become an Indian, or a 'Savage*
as the old chronicles prefer to say, but that the Maiden has to deliver herself. Any nearby
male is...ineffectual." Fiedler, The Return of the Vanishing American^ 97.

282

1650-m0

despicable. As a genre, captivity narratives work to reinforce racism
by highlighting the various threats which "savages" pose to white
womanhood. Captivity narratives propagate and support the notion
that further westward expansion is of utmost political and economic
importance, necessary and benevolent, and thus inevitable. The
politics implied in these texts endorse Manifest Destiny, even at a
time when the term itself did not yet exist (it was coined in 1845).
There is yet another, third feature entailed in the genre that
remains strikingly constant throughout the centuries. It is a formal
feature. All captivity narratives have a tripartite structure.^^ The first
part usually depicts an act of violence, an Indian attack followed by
a forceful separation from Euro-American society. The middle
consists of the various stages of life among the Indians. It is an
in-between phase. The captive is in a curiously suspended state.
There is no progress, no advance, no aim. But there is no exit either,
only the terror of uncertainty. The captive is absolutely powerless.
Having left her familiar world far behind, she is dependent upon the
will of her captors. Central to the captivity experience is the feehng
of utter helplessness and the all-encompassing fear of torture and
death. The captive is forced to adapt to the Indian way of life - but
only to a degree. She never becomes so assimilated as to give up her
Euro-American identity. Captivity can end in a number of ways.
The captive can, like Hannah Dustan, seize her aggressors' weapons,
kill them, and escape. Or she can, like Mary Rowlandson, persevere,
bide her time, and wait for rescue by some outside agent. The captive
can also be killed. Or she can commit suicide. The third stage of the
captivity narrative, however, invariably carries the captive back into
white society and to a white audience eagerly awaiting the telling of
her tale. Thus, the ending signifies restoration and reincorporation
into white society.
Most of our stories are defined by their beginnings. Frank
Kermode, for instance, tells us that the beginning of a novel projects
the ending and forces a structure onto the narrative steps that lie in
This three-part structure has been discussed in various ways. Slotkin holds that the Indian
captivity narratives are written in the mythic mode, that they consist of a variation on the
great central myth of quest, of initiation into a new world and a new life. Vaughan and
Clarke discuss the captivity narrative in relation to the three-stage model of a rite de passage.
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A NARRATIVE
iOF THE LIFE OF

Who was taken by the Indians, in the year 1759,'
when only about twelve years of ag(^ and •>
has continued to reside amohgH
them to the present time,
*
CONTAINING
An Account of the Murder of her Father and
Family; her sufferings; her marriage to two Indfiyii}>-^'3
her troubles with her Children; barbarities of
Indians in the French and Revolutionary Wars; thia
M;}
Hfe of her last Husband, Sic.; and many Historjcal' t ' •iV
Facts never before published.
..
,
Carefully taken from her own toords,
TO WHICH 18 ADDED, V
I

'

An APPENDIX, containing an account of thetiSediF?^
Devil's Hole, in 1763, and^
pedition; the Traditions, Manners, Customs.
the Indians, as believed and practised at the preshjflt^^fA?
day, and since Mrs. Jamison's captivity;
with some Anecdotes, and other entertaining
I

BY JAMES E. SEAVER.
' p i-
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^iPRDWED BY J. D. BEMIS, AND iiK
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1824.
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Figure 4: Title Page, First Edition, A Narrative of the Life of Mrs. Mary Jemison.
University of Rochester Library.
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between." The captivity narratives, however, divert significantly from
this formula in that they are defined by their endings. The
restoration to Euro-American society is both the occasion and the
justification for the story being told. It is the captive's redemption
that gives a retrospective meaning and some value to her captivity
experience. And the very telling of the story furthers her process of
reintegration.-''
But what about the captives whose experiences refused to conform
to the paradigm.' After all, there have been hundreds of people who
chose not to come back even though they had the option. Almost all
of them were women. At first, they might have decided to preserve
their lives in captivity by playing along with their captors' rules and
demands. Eventually, however, these women turned their backs on
Euro-American society and their chances to be repatriated. They
"went native." Subsequently, their stories did not fit into the
ready-made molds carved out by gender stereotypes and literary
conventions.
Eunice Williams and Mary Jemison are two examples of captives
who chose not to return. Both of them willingly turned "savage,"
thus acting out the colonialists' most dire nightmares. Neither of
them ever wrote home about their experiences. There was probably
no need to. They obviously did not have to justify themselves by
telling the white community which they had long left behind about
the cost entailed in crossing cultural boundaries.
" "In a novel the beginning implies the end: if you seem to begin at the beginning, 'It was
a fine evening in 1922. I was a notary's clerk in Marommes,' you are in fact beginning at the
end; all that seems fortuitous and contingent in what follows is in fact reserved for a later
benefaction of significance in some concordant structure." Frank Kermode, The Sense of an
Ending: Studies in the Theory of Fiction (London: Oxford University Press, 1966), 148.
" "The captive's restoration is further emphasized by the fact that, almost by definition, the
narrative is told from the perspective of the reincorporated captive, since the captive must
return in order to tell his or her story. In fact, the act of communication itself becomes part
of the process of reintegration." Susan Scheckel, "Mary Jemison and the Domestication of the
American Frontier," in Eric Heyne, ed.. Desert, Garden, Margin, Range: Literature on the
American Frontier (New York; Twayne, 1992), 95.
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Eunice Williams^^ was taken captive in the year 1704, when she
was seven years old2^ Her story was singled out from among the
many stories of unredeemed captives, some of whom had been
captured at the same time as herself,^^ because her parents were
members of the ruling class in colonial America; her father was a
Congregational minister, her mother a member of the influential and
highly respected Mather familyd® Both her father, John Williams, and
her brother, Stephen Williams, initiated a remarkable series of
efforts—some official, some unofficial—to gain her back. But all their
endeavors were to no avail; she steadfastly refused to return.
This is her story: In 1704, in the early morning of a February day,
a French and Indian raiding party attacked the frontier town of
Deerfield, Massachusetts. Thirty-eight people were killed, more than
a hundred were taken captive and marched into Canada, among them
the eminent John Williams, his wife, and five of their children.
During the march, his wife and one of their children were killed.
John Williams was held in French captivity in Montreal. Eunice was
adopted into a Mohawk family living at a Jesuit mission-fort near
Montreal.^' During his captivity, John Williams managed to visit his
daughter only twice. Both times, she implored him to take her away.
He, in turn, implored her to remember her prayers. When he was
My account of Eunice Williams' fate is endebted to John Demos's comprehensive book
about the Williams family. Demos studied various diaries, reports, sermons, and letters of
the Williamses as well as colonial and state records, newspapers and military records to
reconstruct their lives from written evidence: John Demos, The Unredeemed Captive: A Family
Story from Early America (New York: Knopf, 1994).
Eunice Williams was born 17 September 1696. She was the fifth of her parents' eight living
children.
"Eunice Williams was one of at least a dozen Deerfield children who came to Kahnawake
as captives in Queen Anne's War. Five of these, all girls between the ages of six and eleven,
would remain for the rest of their lives - would marry and bear children, would become fully
integrated and 'Indianized.' Four others may also have remained permanently (though the
evidence is uncertain). Still others stayed for periods of varying duration, some for as long
as twenty-five years." Demos, The Unredeemed Captive, 142.
"If John William's pedigree seems certifiably Puritan, his wife's is even more so. She was
born Eunice Mather, daughter of the Reverend Eleazer Mather, pastor of Northampton,
Massachusetts; as such, she is linked to the colony's premier line of religious leaders. The
famous Boston ministers Increase and Cotton Mather are, respectively, her uncle and first
cousin." Demos, The Unredeemed Captive, 8.
They belonged to the group that came to be known as "the French Indians : Indians from
various tribes who had converted to Roman Catholicism and were linked to the French
settlements in Canada through trade.
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released from his captivity, Eunice remained behind. Subsequently,
she became a cause celebre across New England, the subject of edifying
sermons and fervent prayers. Within two years, she forgot how to
speak English. She converted to Roman Catholicism, taking on the
name Marguerite A'ongote.
She also had an Indian name,
Gannenstenhawi ("she brings in corn").
Her father launched a powerful campaign to lunsom her. In 1713,
one of his envoys managed to talk with her for over two hours. He
proposed that she should return. The answer he got was translated
from the Mohawk into French: "peut-etre que non," and then into
English: "maybe not," the polite Indian way to phrase a total refusal.
Those were the only words she ever spoke that were recorded.
The following year, her father himself undertook the arduous
journey. He beseeched her to return. Afterwards he confided to his
diary that she would not so much as look at him. John Williams'
efforts lasted for decades. But they all proved to be unsuccessful;
Eunice wanted to remain with the Indians.
In 1713, when she was sixteen, she married a Mohawk man who
was ten years her senior. She probably bore eight children, only two
of whom survived. In mission records, these two were mentioned as
Catherine with the Indian name Gassinontie ("flying leg") and Marie,
Skentsiese ("new fish"). Both married early, in accordance with the
Mohawk marriage pattern for women. Eunice herself appears four
times in the mission records as godmother to a baptized child of her
community. She had one surviving grandchild.
Even after her father's death in 1729, which left her a considerable
legacy,Eunice refused to return. It was more than thirty-six years
before she ever saw New England again. She came in September
"The court turned next to the estate's 'distribution' among his [Williams'] various heirs.
About a third went to the 'relict' (widow) [Williams had remarried], with the remainder 'to
be divided to & amongst the Children...in Equal parts.' The latter were identified one by one:
males first, then females, in order of age. And they specifically included 'Eunice the Second
Daughter'; her share, like all the others, would be 'two hundred & twenty pounds & Eight
pence.' The court declared, in this way, its insistence that she was still a member of her
Deerfield family and community. It showed, as well, an unwillingness to recognize her
Indian family connections: she remained 'Eunice' while her married elder sister was officially
'Esther Meachem.' Moreover, her inheritance would go to her directly, whereas Esther's
would be 'paid...to Mr. Joseph Meacham in Right of His wife.' It was standard practice, in
all colonial courts, to treat women as 'covered' by the legal person of their husbands. But
that would not extend to Indian husbands." Demos, The Unredeemed Captive^ 177.
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1740, when she was in her forties; she was accompanied by her
husband and her two daughters. Her brother Stephen called it "a
joyfull, sorrowfull meeting."" She visited Stephen, who had become
a minister, in his parsonage in- Longmeadow. There she met a second
brother, another minister, and her brother-in-law, yet another
minister. She spoke no English and had to communicate with the
assembled church dignitaries, her relatives, through an interpreter.
Legend has it that during those visits she refused the European clothes
offered to her, preferring her Indian blankets. Similarly, she insisted
on sleeping in the adjoining orchard rather than in a bed in her
brother's house. To the dismay of her brother, she stayed only for
a few days, but promised to come back. She paid her relatives in
New England four visits altogether, the last one in 1761. This time,
they had no interpreter (he had meanwhile died) and could not
communicate at all. Eunice died in 1785, at the age of eighty-nine.
At the time in her life when she at last seemed willing to
communicate with her white relatives, she could no longer do so in
any direct and natural way. She had forgotten how to speak English.
She had to use an interpreter. And what she had to say was not
recorded by her male relatives, the assorted ministers.
Through all the bits and pieces of information we have about her,
Williams remains shadowy and aloof. She inadvertently slips from
the center of her story to linger and hover at its margins. She haunts
her own story: a ghostlike, silent figure.
Her story is, therefore, a curiously mutilated one. In this aspect,
Williams' story bears a strong resemblance to the Pocahontas
narrative. Williams herself had no control over the ways in which
her story was transmitted (and neither had Pocahontas). Williams'
image was at the mercy of her minister-father and her minis
ter-brother who could mold it to their liking. We can try to single
out the bare facts from the accounts that her congregationalist, male
relatives left us. But we can never even try to reconstruct Eunice's
own, unique point of view.
Another famous case of an unredeemed captive is Mary Jemison.
Once having been transculturated into the society of the Delawares
in which women participated in war councils, elected and deposed
chiefs, and officiated at ceremonial occasions, she refused to return
" Quoted in Demos, The Unredeemed Captive, 190.
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and reassume her minor position within the social stratification of
white society, although she had the option more than once.
Jemison's story is a first-person, "as-told-to" narrative. The author
of her text is James Everett Seaver, a retired medical doctor from
New York State. Jemison told him the story of her life over a period
of three days, when she herself was in her eighties. She could still
speak English, but she could neither read nor write. Her original
audience consisted of three white men, Seaver, Seaver's publisher, and
a neighbour of Jemison's.^^ Seaver's version^^ was published in 1824;
it went through countless retellings and reprints, as well as several
substantial revisions by subsequent editors.Jemison's life history was
repeatedly forced through the interpretive grid of her original white,
male audience and her subsequent white, male editors.
The account of Jemison's life is thus a double-voiced text,
consisting at one and the same time of Seaver and Jemison's versions.
Their interests in telling the story compete with one another.
Seaver's voice is always the dominant one. He tamed her story into
a version acceptable to both himself and the audience for whom he
was writing, believing that he was conveying nothing but yet another
captivity narrative. In his introductory remarks, he places Jemison's
experiences in the context of the "stories of Indian cruelties which
were common in the new settlements...stories of Indian conquests,
and murders."^' He feels nothing but pity for Jemison when
"comparing her present situation with what it probably would have
been, had she been permitted to...have enjoyed the blessings of
"I was employed to collect the materials, and prepare the work for the press; and
accordingly went to the house of Mrs. Jennet Whaley...in company with the publisher, who
procured the interesting subject of the following narrative, to come to that place (a distance
of four miles) and there repeat the story of her eventful life. She came on foot in company
with Mr. Thomas Clute, whom she considers her protector, and tarried almost three days,
which time as busily occupied in taking a sketch of her narrative as she recited it.' James E.
Seaver, "Author's Introduction," in A Narrative, 55.
"No copy of Seaver's original notes remains, nor does he tell us his interviewing technique.
What he asked, what he left out, in what order she chose to tell her story, which are her
words and which his, how she felt about the man from the world she had left behind to
whom she told her story—these things we cannot know for sure." Namias, "Editor's
Introduaion," 4.
"Over the next 105 years it underwent twenty-seven printings and twenty-three editions
ranging from 32 to 483 pages." Namias, "Editor's Introduction," 4.
" Seaver, "Author's Introduction, 53.
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civilization."'^ Ultimately, Seaver admits to the following motive for
relating the strange story:
It is fondly hoped that the lessons of distress that are
pourtrayed [sic], may have a direct tendency to increase our
love of liberty; to enlarge our views of the blessings that are
derived from our liberal institutions.'^
Jemison's tale, however, is neither a captivity narrative nor a lesson
in distress. Instead, it is the story of a willing acculturation and a
joyful Indian life. In looking back on her life, she says: "My situation
was easy; I had no particular hardships to endure" (78).'® Jemison
praises the Indians for their manifold virtues: "It is a fact that they are
naturally kind, tender and peaceable towards their friends, and strictly
honest" (85), but Seaver had already warned his audience: "The vices
of the Indians, she appeared disposed not to aggravate, and seemed to
take pride in extoling their virtues" (57).
In his introduction, Seaver describes Jemison's house, her dress,
her character, her language, her appearance, and her manners in a way
that make her seem to be a strange mixture of two cultures. Did
Seaver see her as a white woman or as an Indian woman? At the time
of the interview, Jemison lived with her children on her own farm
which was situated between the Indian village and the white town.
She was well respected in both places.
Here is her story: In 1758,
during the French and Indian War, the Jemison family was attacked
by a party of six Shawnee Indians and four Frenchmen. The
Jemisons were of Scottish-Irish origin and lived in south-central
Pennsylvania. During the attack, Mary's elder brothers Thomas and
John were in the barn and escaped. Mary's parents, two brothers and
a sister, and some people who happened to be visiting were killed.
Only Mary, who was fourteen or fifteen at the time, and the visitors'
small boy were spared. She knew that her family had been killed
when, during the march to Fort Duquesne, she saw her mother's
red-haired scalp being displayed along with the scalps of her father
and siblings.
" Seaver, "Author's Introduction," 55.
Seaver, "Author's Introduction," 52.
" This and all subsequent quotations from Mary Jemisons's narrative refer to A Narrative and
will appear in parentheses in the text.
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Mary was conveyed to a small Seneca town on the Ohio River and
traded to two Seneca sisters. They adopted her into their tribe to
replace a brother who had been slain in the French and Indian War
and renamed her Dehgewanus ("the sound of two voices falling").
Dehgewanus learned the Seneca ways" and their language. A little
more than two years later, she married a Seneca man called Sheninjee:
Sheninjee was a noble man; hrge in stature; elegant in his
appearance; generous in his conduct; courageous in war; a
friend to peace, and a great lover of justice....[H]is good nature,
generosity, tenderness, and friendship towards me, soon gained
my affection; and, strange as it may seem, I loved him!—To me
he was ever kind in sickness, and always treated me with
gentleness; in fact, he was an agreeable husband, and a
comfortable companion. We lived happily together (82).
The marriage seems to have been deeply satisfying for both of them.
Had that been not so, she could have easily divorced her husband.''®
Mary had a son who died shortly after he was born. Her second son
lived.
She obviously liked being embedded in a matrilineal community
with its protective sorority. She also thought that the day-to-day life
of ^ Indian woman was, on the whole, easier than the life of a white
woman. Then her husband died. Mary married again, this time
Hiokatoo, a Delaware man thirty-five years her senior.'" This second
niarriage lasted about fifty years. Dehgewanus had six more children,
four daughters and two sons. She was happy.
Three times she actively escaped the threat of being ransomed. In
1779, after her whole village was destroyed by the whites, she decided
" "I...had become...accustomed to their mode of living, habits and dispositions....With them
was my home; my family was there, and there I had many friends to whom I was warmly
attached in consideration of the favors, affection and friendship with which they had
uniformly treated me, from the time of my adoption" (83).
^ "Had Dehgewanus become unhappy with...her husband, divorce was available to her and
was so constituted that most if not all of the penalities would have accrued to her spouse."
Susan Walsh, "'With Them Was My Home': Native American Autobiography and A
Narrative of the Life of Mrs. Mary Jemisonf American Literature 64 (1992): 55.
"In the month of November 1811, my husband Hiokatoo, who had been sick four years
of the consumption, died at the advanced age of one hundred and three yean, as nearly as
the time could be estimated" (128).
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to take her children and look out for herself. She husked corn for
two escaped slaves in exchange for food and shelter. From the 1780s
onward, as the frontier zones moved into western New York State,
Jemison was in more or less continuous interaction with white
settlers. Being white herself, the agents for the Holland Land
Company granted her a large lot of land in 1797, but she later lost a
substantial part of it, several hundred acres, to an unscrupulous white
man masquerading as her long-lost cousin.
Jemison repeatedly denounces the effects of alcohol on the
Iroquois nations. One of her sons, John, killed both his older
brother, Thomas, and his younger brother, Jesse, in liquor-induced fits
of rage. Jemison grieved bitterly over her son's fratricides. John, in
turn, was killed by two drunken Senecas. Jemison herseff died on the
Buffalo Creek Reservation in 1833, when she was about ninety,''^
Seaver had an inkling that Jemison might not have told him the
whole truth, surmising that "a kind of family pride inclined her to
withhold whatever would blot the character of her descendants, and
perhaps induced her to keep back many things that would have been
interesting" (57), thus, in effect, editing out what Seaver conceived of
as the bad parts of her story. Therefore he takes great care to
reintroduce some bad parts. For instance, he writes a whole chapter
on the cruelties of Indian warfare in general and on the bloody
exploits of Jemison's second husband Hiokatoo in particular, all of
which he learned from the same alleged cousin of Jemison's who had
previously cheated her out of her land. Seaver presents this material
in the same vein as the rest, as if it had come straight from Jemispn's
mouth.
Just as Williams's story is a curiously muted one, Jemison's story
is, although ostensibly explicit, strangely refractured by the
interventions of an overenthusiastic author. It cannot recapture the
actual experience of a day-to-day life among the Indians. Jemison
herself seems to have been well aware of that. Later in life, she told
a visitor: "I did not teU them who wrote it down half of what it
was.«43
She was reinterred in Lechworth State Park where, in 1910, a bronze statue in her memory
was erected.
Quoted in Walsh, "'With Them Was My Home,*** 52.
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Stories like those of Eunice Williams and Mary Jemison were told
and retold, both in oral and in rewritten form. They proved to be
strangely appealing, alluding, as they do, to cross-cultural sexual
contacts, and thus breaking a dearly held taboo, the prohibition of
willing miscegenation, especially severe when the white partner was
a woman.'''' Moreover, they seriously call into question the
Euro-Americans' claim to a cultural organization vastly superior to
the Indians'. Therefore, stories like Williams's and Jemison's have
always been regarded as suspicious, if not downright un-American.
And yet, through their very popularity, they were endowed with a
continuing voice and empowered to express divergent cultural forces.
Williams and Jemison did not respect the cultural borders, gender
positions, and taboos of colonial society. Their stories articulate
transgression and the discontinuities underlying colonial history.
They evoke something repulsive and strangely appealing, something
elusive, impossible, imaginary, revolting, and yet tempting: an
accommodation between two diverse cultures as well as a possible
alternative to the dominant ideology, thus, in effect, shattering
narratives of monolithic historical continuity.
Williams's and Jemisons's stories are sites where cultural forces
interact. Stories of unredeemed captives have always been part of the
social energies invested in the captivity narratives, a part, however,
that is both engulfing and dangerously infecting. Stories like those of
Williams and Jemison are the abject of the captivity narratives, in that
"abjection...[is] what disturbs identity, system, order. What does not
respect borders, positions, rules. The in-between, the ambiguous, the
composite.The abject is phantasmagoric and yet strangely vibrant:
There looms, within abjection, one of those violent, dark
revolts of being, directed against a threat that seems to emanate
from an exorbitant outside or inside, ejected beyond the scope
of the possible, the tolerable, the thinkable. It lies there, quite
close, but it cannot be assimilated. It beseeches, worries, and
fascinates desire....Apprehensive, desire turns aside; sickened, it
rejects.''^
" Male hunters and traders often took Indian wives; "squaw wives" they were commonly
called.
Kristeva, Powers of Horror, 4.
•" Kristeva, Powers of Horror, 1.
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The abject is something that needs to be expelled and subsequently
destroyed because it is improper, unclean, disorderly. It attests to the
dangerously provisional nature of the symbolic order. But the abject
proves resistant to all attempts to eliminate it. It cannot be
disavowed and discarded with any finality.
The abject, curiously, clings to its origin, because it is undecidably
both inside and outside of the realm it derives from: like the skin of
milk. It is both dead and alive: like a corpse. And it is both
autonomous and engulfing: like an infection. The abject evokes the
powers of horror: like the unredeemed captives.

